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General Geographic Aspects of Otiateomla 


Guatemala, with an area of 42,364 square miles, is the third 
largest of the Central American republics althou^ its population of 
apprcacliEately 3,000,000 is greater than that of any other Central 
American state. Its econosscy is agricultural, l^ie great bulk of the 
population being concerned with the production of maize, by far the 
major crop, and a great variety of other focNi crops. ^Important 
export products include coffee, bananas, chicle, abaca, and lumber. 

•Rie topograpiy of Guatemala is determined largely by east-west 
geologic formations which continue into the neighboring countries. 
Within Guatemla, these formations divide the country into four major 
divisions: the Northern Lowland, the Caribbam Lowlands, the Highlands, 
and the Pacific Lowland. The divisions readily can be distinguished 
since the terrain, climate, vegetation, peculation distribution, and 
econoaoy of each differ in many Impadrtant characteristics - 


The Korthem Lowland 

Terrain and Climate 


The Northern lowland, enconcasslng approximately one-third of 
Gtmtemola, lies in the Department of El Pet4i and is largely an 
iir^finift-h^ng plateau between 5(K> and 700 feet above sea level. Surface 
drainage is poor and is provided chiefly by intermittent streams that 
flow during the rainy seasm, 1-e., fjrom April to Janxmiry. After 
heayy rains, the many lakes end swamps fill rapidly and fici*ead over 
the surface. The total annual rainfall averages appr^lraately 80 
Inches. 

Vegetation 

Almost the entire Northern Lowland is covered by a dense, ever- 
green forest exc^t for a few stretches of savanna, and small areas 
of pine in the slightly hi^er and drier Poctun region near the border 
of British Honduras. This forest provides the basis far the region’s 
chief economic activities — chicle gath^lng and mahogany lumbering — 
although scattered patches of shifting agriculture are located within 
the forest area. 

Principal Econoittlc Activities 

It has been noted in reliable studies that the Petin area could 
produce about 20 milJ-lon board feet of mahogany and other cabinet 
wood anmiftiiy ott a susteined-yleld basis. The ecoacid.c outlook for 
the chicle Industry, on the other hand, is not nearly so favorable. The 
ou^ut of chlclo, best Imown as a base for chevlzig gum, has been reduced 
by destructive practices and, imxre importantly, several natin^l and 
synthetic substitutes have emerged which have materially cut into the 
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Population. Density 

Renalns still exist in this area of the once relative^ p^ulous 
Mayaa civilization, but the ancient buildings have cru^led aM are 
covered with netted Jungle. Eow the region is only thinly settled — 
less than <aie person per square tellooieter. Flores, situated on ^ 
island in Lake Pet^ Itaa, has fewer than 3,000 Inhsbltants but it is 
by far the largest settlement in the dq[>artiaient. 


Transportation 

The Horthem lowland Is virtually Inaccessible due to the absence 
of rtxkds and navigable rlvfofs, and cros8«eount3fy travel would be 
extremely difficult even in thp short dry seaswa. Most of the nnax^say 
sawlogs are exported, via the Usumaclnta River and Its branches, through 
Mexico to the Gulf of Metxico. ^Chicle is taken out mainly by adr from 
the town of Flores on Lake Peten Xtza. 

The Caribbean Lowlands 


Terrain 

The Borthera Lowland of Peten connects, to the southeast, with 
the Caribbean Lowlands in the Separtments of Alta Verapaz and Izabal. 
These lowlands extraad inland from the Gulf of Hpnduraa and include 
Ihree valleys; in the north, on the border of British Honduras, Is the 
valley of the r£o Sarstuni in the middle is the svaspy lowland to wMch 
the r£o Polochlc and lake Izabal lie} and near the border of Honduras 
is the largest lowland, the vfeUey of the r£o Motagua. Separating the 
vall^s are low mountain ranges that form eastward extensions of the 
Quatmalan Highlands. 

Vegetation and Climate 

Vegefcatim to the Caribbean Lowlands Is siiallar to that of the 
Northern Lowland — predominately brood-leavad evargresn forests with 
interspersed grassy areas. The climate, too, is similar except that 
the rainfall is more plentiful and averages more than 100 inches per 
year. The "dry” or rather less wet season is very short , lasting only 
from :^ch through May, and even to those months daily, rains are not 
uncoBBSon. May and Juno normally are Idse warmest months of tSie year with 
average teoperatureB to the lower ^’s} Noveatoer emd XJecesiber, with 
temperatxxres averaging approximately 70 ®, ere the coolest months. 

A small area to the middle part of the Motagua valley , to the 
departments of Zaeapa and El Progreso, has some of the hharaetefiStics 
of a desert to that it is so dry toat only xerophytlc plants can 
survive. Similar conditions, to any sigalf leant extent, are found 
no^ere else to Guatemala. 
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Principal Economic Activities 

Haho 0 Buay lumbering and chicle gathering are the chief forest 
Industries/ and n<^r the rivers there is limited subsistence farming* 

The extensive banana plantations of the tteited Fruit Cai^any are 
located in the lower Motagua ^mllesr* The latter are now partly 
replaced by abaca/ oil palm/ end rubber plantings because of the 
spread of banana diseases. The products of the Exited Fruit Company 
are shipped out of the country throu^ Puerto Barrios / a thriving 
port eosplete vith the special loading devides used in the transpor- 
tation of bananas/ and the only deep-water port in Otiatemala \diere 
vessels can tie up alongside a pi«r. 

Transportation 

Althou^ there are no all-weather roads in the Caribbean LcwlandS/ 
the United Fruit CoB^any has built railroads tlmMighout its plantations/ 
and the Xntemational Railways of Central America follows the Hotagua 
valley fhom Puerto Barrios to the c^tral hlghlhhds of the country. 

Population Density 

Both the Nortbem and Caribbean Lowlands eore sparsely populated 
dnd/ although they represent some 46 peremt of the total area of 
Ouati^la/ they support only 3 percent of the total population. The 
population density in the Caribbean Lowlands is approKlmately 9 peraoiB 
per s<].uare kilxmieter. Puerto Barrios / with 16/000 people/ is the 
largest town in the area/ etltbough there are other fair-slsed eonnunitles 
in the Motagua valley/ particularly in the vicinity of the banana 
plantations. 


Terrain 


The Highlands 


The H1 glands cosprlse about 47 percent of the total area of 
Ouatemala/ support about $0 percent of the total population/ and cover 
most of the southern and western portioiM of the eo^try. Uevations 
of over 10/000 feet are eomacm in the aouthweatem highlands and In 
the Cuchumatanes Mountains of the narthwesti a few peaks exceed 13/000 
feet. Among the volcanic cones whldi dooiinate the southwestern high* 
lands are several basins of Irr^Eular shape/ in one of tdildh Is the 
magnificent lake Atitlen. It is in these basins/ which are ftrom 3,000 
to 8/000 feet above sea level/ that the greatest caneentratlons of 
popudation exist. 

Fraa the prominent south-facing edge of the highlands short/ 
torrential streams descend to the Pacific/ but the greater part of 
hl;^tland is drained to the Caribbean. The headwaters of the Caribbean 
drainage have cut steep canyons into the easily eroded volcanic soils. 

Approved For Release 2001/^9/03 : CIA-RDP79-01002A000200060001-3 



Appr^d For Release 2001/09/03 : CIA-RDP^1002A000200060001-3 


north and ^ust of the volcanic zone, the streams have cut their 
valloyB closer to sea level# taid esqjosed the underlying geolc^cal 
structures forming a maze of steeds ridges# sharp divides# and deep 
vali^ lowlands. Some of the ridges ejctend all the way to the margins 
of the Caribhmn. 


The terrain of the southeastern hi^lands toward the KL Salvadw? 
border is lower in elevation and less srugged than the western or 
northwestern hl^ilanda. This area, one of forests and scattered subsis- 
tence faanslng# also is less densely populated than the other highland * 
areas. 

V<^etation 

ISae vegetation cover of 13ie highlands esdiibits the two basic 
characteristics of mountain geogre^Jtys a general zonlag bsr altitude# 
and an Intricacy of detail that makes the vertical zones la sob» places 
difficult to identify. Generally# as one ascends to higher altitudes# 
the thick "tropical" forests of the lowlands and the pledawnt give way 
to oak# cypress# and pins. Above 10#000 feet pine grows only in patches 
there are vide areas < 3 £ hi^ altitude grassland. 


Climate 

Although the rainfall averages approKimtely 5® Inches per year 
in the vlcinllgr of Guatemala City, and the tea^eratiu’es generally 
average in the 60®8, there are great differences within ^ort distances. 
Slopes oriented in various dir^rtlons toward the winds and the sun have 
notably coitrasted climates. In part of the same valley, one slope may 
be rainy# another relatively dryi or one slope may receive the sun’s 
rays at 8u<di an angle that tlie heating effect is very great# whereas 
slope nearby may receive little direct heat from the sun. 
Generally# however# there is a decrease of tenperature with increa sin g 
sd.tltude. 

Pcpiilatioa Density 

Most of the areas of productive land within the hig^ilands are 
aina.1-1 apd scattered# b\ 2 t where they eacist they frequently sipport a 
large population# varying from a few hundred to more than 30#000 
people. In some# the farmmrs live in the villages knd go out to work 
'ttie surrounding fields. In other distiricts# the people live in family 
units on the land they are exiltivating. , 

In the southwestern highlands# particularly# it is not uncoasaon 
to find that small comauni'^ is Isolated by thousand-foot canyons 
from the nel^bcnring settlmamt so that trade between the two would 
require the descent and aseont of very steep trails passable only for 
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BftODle on foot or for mules. Each cosammity lias its own distinctive 

are... 

settlement, therefore, there is a conplex pattern of isoiatea connum 
ties . 

Principal Economic Activities 

Agriculture to the hl^itonas is c^led «/^2®fSS^c^ for 
small Smers who raise maize, beans, wheat, ^ 

the dmestic anrhet. Much of the poorer and 

and to the hl^, cold regions above 9^500 feet the ^ is 
Seffo?little else, thou^ meager subsistence agriculture based on 
potato-lowing occasionally Is encountered. 

Coffee is Otiatemala's most laportant conanercial crop. With fw 

foarSgn exchange, and coffee, as an industry, employs . 

S^of p^S. In total, land area it ^a on^ bc^ ^S^t^to*s 
la the food staple of the Otiatemalaa people. Itost of Ovaatcsa^ 

™lcaalc 

s^B are weU drained and hl#ly produ^lve, 

the 65'r and TO’s* the almost 200 inches of an n ual rainfall a^ 

2. ^ eavo«j.i^ 

of t<5HiualH5r coffee. Coffee alee la an inporteot e^ ” 

sideof the M^baads to the Ooban region, and, to fact, some coffee is 

produced In 20 of Guatemalans 22 departm^its • 

Sources of labor consist primarily of Indians from the li^^ds, 
of Tjhfloi have beceaae permanent residents of the coffee f l^ ^ g 
SSe pShaps a ttlra of the labor 

.ho return to their hl^ilan* rlUasea at the and of the flcttiber-to- 
OeeeiSjer harvest seascna 

Sugarcane is groxm and processed al^t ®“^®^ 

^•imtg i^ie piedmont, many of them low altltxjde coffee fto<^ » 
cane is plirted to stream bottmis betwecsn coffee-covcxeff^dges. 
shores of lake Atltlon 5,0CK) feet In ^ ^ 

on toe upper limits of sugarcane growto. Ihe cutting and grinding 

season lasts frosa Jaatiary to May. 

^granspcartatlcm 

fhe transportation network in the HightoAds is ext^sive, 

but it has been accumtelir described as an 

located network of loxf-caliber, narrow roads, toe road beds ^ 
fairly stable to the hl^er parts ofjhe 

loirer elevations the volcanic ash-sand soils tend to erode rapidly 
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^ aiatufbed md silbjertea to scour jc^^ ‘“SfSSwU®''* 
yalns sure particulnrly daaagins aloos ^ steep. Pacific racing 

piediaont cohere laadslides are coifflaon. 

CB tHe other hand, the Hifijilaad soils 
th«r ordlnariay can be vaelasA easily by road ^imry or 
The lo^ clay content reduces the f option 
local road crevre are qjiite effective except fear mdcr catastrophes, 
and even then alternate routes usually are available. 

It should be noted that most of Ouaten^’s 
in naase only« With the exception of the Inter Ai^ican 
few IslloaBSters of good pavement in the vicinity of G^t«^ a 

Is wi first-^class hi^vay in the Repdb^c. Even 

leading from Guatemala City to San Jose on the south coast. Is second 
grade* 

The inter American HifSiw is 
specification and, thoufi^J not yet paved throu^|OuA its 
SLsidered as ’'all-weather” from tiie 

border to the El Salvador border. 5he majorl^ of bii^iwjys, 
are narrow, one-lane roads of sharp curves and st^ ^ades, 
noorlr pradod a y^d surfaced. Host appear to have been devricpM *^c® 
fS-to-^rket roads or from pack traUs of earlier days leading from 
farm to farm or from town to town* . 

The IiAematlenal Railways o£ Central America crosses ^e 

Quatenala City on its route from Puerto Barri os on ^ e Cwibbean 
cSst^ San Jose on the Pacific. From Santa ®° 

mlleo north of San Jose, the railroad traverses 

the Pacific to Ayutla on the Headcan bord^ Branches 
^ main line with the Pacific ports of Chaap^w ^ ^s, 
and with the Inland towns of San Felipe and San Antonio on the south 
slopes of the mountains near Maaatenan^. 

The Pacific Lwrland 


yarrain 

The Pacific lowland occupies a narrow coastal plain, 380 feet or 
less above sea Level and ID to 25 miles wide, between . 

border of the hi^dands and Ihe Pacific, This plain 
7 percent of the total area of the country, and stgiports about 7 percent 

of the total population. 

Cllnete 

•Sb» rainfall in the Pacific lowland averages over 80 Inches per 
year axoept at the northwestern and southeastern wetrendtles tM 
and laBmdiately adjacent to the coast. Hero the 40 inches of 
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rain that fall annually are lnaiaeg.uate for the prt^uctloa of baaaanoB 
and ougarcane, but will stj^port q.uiel£-i8aturing subsistence crops. 


Vegerbatlon 

Bock of the sandbar, on the iaeaedlate shore, there Is a v»iable 
halt of wet lasoons filled with naagrove. The ^eatw part 
coastal plain Is covered xrlth savanna, crossed by ribbons 
a j ^ninfr the s&ny streaffls which descend from the highlands . Toward we 
Interior, the plain rises gpradually toward 

throu^ a belt of gently-sloping foothills, Bie foothills and the 
lowsrslopea of We hl^lands are covered with a thick forest. TWs 
forested area Is potentially one of the most productive a3?ea8 In the 
entire country. 


Pr1"*^lpal Economic Activities 

Bsccept for the extensive Halted ^rult Conpany banana planWtlonts 
near Tequlsate, the Pacific Lowland Is restively underdev^^ed 
asrletOturally. It was from the Utolt^ Fruit holdings In this ar^ 
that the Government of Guatemala in Iferch 1S^3 eoqpropriated isore than 
200,000 acres of land under the Agrarian Reform Program. 


Transportation 

The Pacific coast is strai^ii, entirely iilWout natural harbors. 

Jose Chaaperieo are the only two Guatemalan ports now opwatlng 
on the Pacific Coast. At neither of them can ships tie i® along^M 
the pier. Surf conditions and th® m^rotected nature^of the co^lWe 
requires anchorage of ships offshore, to be loaded and unloaded^ the 
Tjse lifters. Both ports Ixive rail connections with the interior. 

The only all-weather roods In the Pacific lowland are froa Ssculntia 
to Sea Jose and from Esculntla to Chiq.ul8Wlil3Lai TTafflcoihlllty of the 
oth^ roods In the area Is poor in both the rainy and the dry season. 

Poaslbllltles of Utadetected Travel 

Ifadetected travel throughcwt much of Guatemala would be extremely 
diff i.cult due to the peculation distribution and the lack of centinu^ 
forest cover- The dispersed rural settlement consists of a conhinatloo 
of pn wi i villages aM scattered houses on individual farmsteads. Both 
subsistence and comsrelal agricultural activities continue Wrou^tout 
the year awfl there Is praetlcally continuous movement of people from 
form to farm or farm to market. 

®ie intwjsive farmixig pattern throu^out the populated area has 
Irft only scattered patbbes of natural v^etatlve cover. Some of the 
steepest slopes and most Isolated areas have been cl^red and now 
support crops of maize and other suibslstonce foods. The only ronainlng 
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belts of 

^ SSeS« SSes erees ,m«e Shade trees have been 


inte^oducede 
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